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Past Governors Of Tennessee

William Blount, 1790-1795, Democrat (territorial
governor). Born in North Carolina in 1749, Blount
served in the Continental Congress 1783-1784 and 1786-
1787.1In 1790, President Washington appointed him gov-
ernor of the newly formed Territory South of the River
Ohio, formerly part of North Carolina. While governor,
Blount was also Indian affairs superintendent and ne-
gotiated, among others, the Treaty of the Holston with
the Cherokees. His new government faced formidable
problems, intensified by conflicts created by European/
Indian contact. In 1795, Blount called a constitutional
convention to organize the state, and Tennessee entered
the Union the next year. Blount represented the new
state in the U.S. Senate, and after expulsion from that
body on a conspiracy charge, served in the state Sen-
ate. He died in 1800.

John Sevier, 1796-1801; 1803-1809, Democrat. Born
in Virginia in 1745, Sevier as a young man was a suc-
cessful merchant. Coming to a new settlement on the
Holston River in 1773, he was one of the first white set-
tlers of Tennessee. He was elected governor of the state
of Franklin at the end of the Revolutionary War, and as
such became the first governor in what would be Ten-
nessee. When statehood was attained in 1796, Sevier was
elected its first governor. He served six terms totaling
twelve years. While governor he negotiated with the In-
dian tribes to secure additional lands for the new state
and opened new roads into the area to encourage settle-
ment. At the close of his sixth term he was elected to the
state Senate, and then to Congress. Sevier died while on
a congressional mission to Creek Indian country in 1815.

Archibald Roane, 1801-1803, Democrat. Born in
Pennsylvania in 1760, Roane attended college and was
considered a very well-educated man for his day. He
served in the Revolutionary War under George Wash-
ington, then settled in Tennessee and worked as a law-
yer, helping to write the state’s first constitution in 1796.
After John Sevier had served the maximum of three
consecutive terms, Roane ran for the office and was
elected. During his term the state was divided into three
congressional districts because population was increas-
ing rapidly. Roane was defeated for re-election by former
governor Sevier. In later years Roane taught and helped
promote the development of colleges in Tennessee, and
served as superior court judge. He died in 1819.
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Willie Blount, 1809-1815, Democrat. Born in North
Carolina in 1768, Willie Blount was the half-brother
of territorial governor William Blount. He studied at
Princeton and Columbia colleges and became a law-
yer in North Carolina. In 1790, he moved to the South-
west Territory, serving as William Blount’s private
secretary. In 1796 he was elected judge in the new
state, and in 1807 was elected to the legislature. He
ran for governor and was elected in 1809. When war
was declared on Britain in 1812, Blount supported
General Andrew Jackson with funds and troops.
Blount served three terms. In 1827, he ran for gover-
nor again, but was defeated by Sam Houston. He
served as a member of the state’s Constitutional Con-
vention of 1834 and died in 1835.

Joseph McMinn, 1815-1821, Democrat. Born in
Pennsylvania in 1758, McMinn was a Quaker and
moved to the Tennessee country in 1787. He was
elected to the territorial legislature in 1794 and in
1796 helped frame the first constitution of Tennessee.
He served in the state senate 1807-1809. Becoming
governor in 1815, he established amiable relations
with Indians, negotiating for land and expanding white
settlements. The most important event in his admin-
istration was the peaceful settlement of west Tennes-
see following the Chickasaw Purchase Treaty. Four-
teen new counties were carved out of the land during
his terms. After three terms, he served as agent for
the Cherokees. He died in 1824.

William Carroll, 1821-1827; 1829-1835, Democrat.
Born in Pennsylvania in 1788, Carroll came to Tennes-
see at the age of eighteen. He had a natural knack for
business and took a job with a merchant who encour-
aged him. He operated the state’s first nail store, in Nash-
ville. He gave up his business in 1812 to join Andrew
Jackson’s militia, proving his extraordinary skill as a sol-
dier in the War of 1812. During his twelve years as gov-
ernor, Tennessee progressed from a frontier society to
one in which towns and cities were developing quickly,
and schools, churches, and courthouses were being built.
Carroll, called Tennessee’s “Reform Governor,” is remem-
bered for internal improvements, reform of penal laws,
the establishment of chancery courts, and the adoption
of the new constitution in 1834. He died in 1844.
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Sam Houston, 1827-1829, Democrat. Houston was
born in Virginia in 1793 and came to Tennessee at age
fifteen. For a while he clerked in a store, then ran off
to live with the Cherokees, beginning a lifetime asso-
ciation with them. Having run up debts, he taught
school for a while to pay them off. Joining the 39th
Infantry, he was severely wounded at the Battle of
Horseshoe Bend. He opened a law office in Lebanon
and in 1823 was elected to Congress where he served
two terms. With Jackson’s backing he was elected
governor in 1827. Shortly thereafter his wife Eliza left
him and before his term was up he left again to live
with the Cherokees. William Hall, speaker of the Sen-
ate, finished his term. Leaving his Cherokee wife to
join in the fight for Texas independence, he led his
troops to victory and became president of the Republic
of Texas. He died in 1863.

William Hall, April - October 1829, Democrat. Hall
was born in 1775 in North Carolina, coming to Tennes-
see as a young man and early becoming involved in poli-
tics. A prosperous farmer, he was elected to the state
House in 1797, after having served as brigadier gen-
eral in the Creek War. After six years in the House he
was elected to the Senate. It was from this office, where
he served as speaker, that he became governor when
Sam Houston left office. His term as governor was so
short he had little time to accomplish much, but he did
carry out many of Carroll’s plans—penal code revision,
establishment of the penitentiary, and strengthening
of the educational program. Like Carroll and Houston
before him, Hall was a Jackson supporter and was
elected to Congress in 1831. He retired from public life
in 1833 and died in 1856.

Newton Cannon, 1835-1839, Whig. Born in North
Carolina in 1781, Cannon worked as a saddler, mer-
chant and surveyor before studying law and being
elected to the legislature in 1811. He joined the volun-
teers and went to fight in the Creek War, serving as
colonel. After the war he was elected to Congress, suc-
ceeding Felix Grundy. An anti-Jacksonite, Cannon was
the first Whig governor of Tennessee, the party hav-
ing been formed in opposition to Jackson’s policies.
Elected in 1835, Cannon is remembered for reforms in
state government which accompanied the adoption of
the new state constitution in 1834, the Seminole War
in Florida in 1836, and the capture and imprisonment
of the notorious land and river pirates headed by John
A. Murrell. Cannon died in 1841.
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James Knox Polk, 1839-1841, Democrat. Polk, born
into a well-to-do family in North Carolina in 1795,
came to Tennessee as a youth and studied at
Murfreesboro College and at the University of North
Carolina. He was graduated in 1818 with academic
honors, the first college graduate to serve as governor
of Tennessee. Polk studied law with Felix Grundy and
set up a law office in Columbia. A skilled orator and a
friend of Jackson, he was dubbed “Young Hickory.”
Having served in the state legislature, Polk was elected
to Congress in 1825 and served seven terms. He beat
Newton Cannon in his bid for re-election in 1839 and
was elected governor. Polk believed strongly in edu-
cation as a fundamental need for a truly free people,
and advocated land sales to fund education. He lost
two bids for re-election but in 1845 was elected presi-
dent of the United States. He died of cholera in 1849.

James Chamberlain Jones, 1841-1845, Whig. Born
in Davidson County, near Nashville, “Lean Jimmy”
Jones became Tennessee’s first native born governor.
Educated as a lawyer, he became a farmer in Wilson
County and was elected to the legislature in 1839. His
1841 gubernatorial campaign against James K. Polk
is remembered as the origin of modern “stump” speak-
ing. He was re-elected, defeating Polk a second time.
During his administrations Nashville was selected as
the permanent state capital and the cornerstone of the
state capitol building was laid. At the end of his sec-
ond term Jones became president of the Memphis and
Charleston Railroad. He died in 1859, after serving in
Congress 1851-1857.

Aaron Venable Brown, 1845-1847, Democrat. Born
in Virginia in 1795, Brown was graduated from the
University of North Carolina in 1814 as valedictorian
of his class. He read law and began his practice with
James K. Polk. He served in the state Senate 1821-
1827 and the state House 1831-1835. He served in Con-
gress 1839-1845 and was elected governor in 1845,
serving one term. When war broke out with Mexico,
Brown’s call for 2,600 volunteers resulted in 30,000
Tennesseans responding. Defeated for re-election in
1847, Brown was a member of the Southern Conven-
tion which met at Nashville in 1850 to formulate poli-
cies on the slavery question. He served as postmaster
general until his death in 1859.
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Neill Smith Brown, 1847-1849, Whig, Of Scot-Irish
descent, Brown was born in Giles County in 1810.
He studied on his own and taught school in Giles
County to finance his college education. He was ad-
mitted to the bar in 1834. He enlisted in the 1st Ten-
nessee in the Seminole War. His excellent rhetoric
contributed to Whig campaigns in the 1840s. After
serving in the state legislature for six years, he was
elected governor in 1847. His administration was a
time of political frenzy and also of change, seeing the
advent of the telegraph and a law to provide for pub-
lic schools. The law proved ineffective as implemen-
tation was left to local governments and nothing came
of the effort. Brown lost his bid for re-election but did
not retire from public life. He served as minister to
Russia, as a member of the legislature, and as a del-
egate to the Constitutional Convention of 1870. He
died in 1886.

William Trousdale, 1849-1851, Democrat. Trousdale
was born in North Carolina in 1790 and came to Ten-
nessee at age six. He was of Scot-Irish descent and
was known as “War Horse of Sumner County,” fight-
ing under Jackson in the Creek War. He served as
brigadier-general in the U.S. Army in the War with
Mexico as well. After serving in the state legislature,
Trousdale was elected governor in 1849. The most im-
portant event during his administration was the South-
ern Convention in Nashville in 1850. The convention’s
purpose was to discuss the issues of the slavery con-
troversy resulting from the Wilmot Proviso, which ex-
cluded slavery in newly acquired territory. The con-
vention resulted in the Compromise of 1850. Trousdale
became minister to Brazil in 1852 and died in 1872.

William Bowen Campbell, 1851-1853, Whig. Born
in Sumner County in 1807, Campbell studied law in
Virginia, returning to Tennessee to establish a law
practice at Carthage about 1829. He served as attor-
ney general, then in 1835 was elected to the legisla-
ture. When the Seminole War erupted he resigned to
serve. In 1837 he was elected to Congress and served
three terms. As Colonel of the “Bloody First” Tennes-
see he led his troops against Monterey in the Mexican
War. His famous command “Boys, follow me!” became
the slogan of the waning Whig party when they suc-
cessfully ran him in 1851. He declined to run a second
time, but was elected to Congress in 1865. During the
heated impeachment proceedings against President
Andrew Johnson, Campbell defended the president
and served as his advisor throughout the trial. He died
in 1867.
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Andrew Johnson, 1853-1857 (civil); 1862-1865
(military), Democrat. Born into poverty in North
Carolina in 1808, Johnson had no formal education.
He taught himself to read and learned the tailor’s
trade. He came to Tennessee in 1826 and set up a
tailor’s shop. He served as alderman, mayor, mem-
ber of the state House, member of the state Senate,
member of Congress, vice president under Abraham
Lincoln, president upon Lincoln’s death, and mem-
ber of the U.S. Senate. As military governor he paved
the way for Tennessee to rejoin the Union after the
Civil War and pushed for the first tax for public edu-
cation. As president of the United States he was im-
peached for his lenient Reconstruction policies and
escaped conviction by one vote. He died in 1875.

Isham Green Harris, 1857-1862, Democrat. Har-
ris was born near Tullahoma in 1818. He clerked in a
store and later opened his own business. He studied
law and in 1847 was elected to the state Senate. Af-
ter serving that term and two in the state House he
was elected governor in 1857, and re-elected in 1859
and 1861. Under his administration Tennessee se-
ceded from the Union, the last state to do so. When
President Abraham Lincoln asked for soldiers to force
the Confederate states back into the Union, Harris
refused. When Lincoln appointed Andrew Johnson
military governor in 1862, Harris, still nominally gov-
ernor, served on the staffs of Confederate Generals
Albert Sidney Johnston and Joseph H. Johnston.
After the war he fled to Mexico, then England, re-
turning to serve in Congress for twenty years. He
died in 1897.

Robert Looney Caruthers, 1863, Democrat.
Caruthers, born in Smith County in 1800, was elected
governor in 1863 but was never inaugurated, as An-
drew Johnson had been appointed military governor.
Caruthers was educated at Washington College. He
studied law and served as attorney general 1827-1832.
In 1835, he was elected first to the legislature, then
elected to Congress in 1841. Governor Campbell ap-
pointed him to the Supreme Court in 1853. He was a
member of the Peace Congress in 1861. An advocate
of moral reforms and education, he and his brother
Abraham were co-founders of Cumberland Univer-
sity Law School. He died in 1882.
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William Gannaway Brownlow, 1865-1869, Whig.
Brownlow was born in Virginia in 1805, and orphaned
at age eleven. He learned carpentry, studying on his
own at night, and later became a preacher, journalist,
author, and statesman. “Parson” Brownlow, licensed
to preach in 1826, came to Tennessee in 1828 and in
1838 started publishing The Whig at Elizabethton.
This pro-Union paper was continued at Jonesborough
and at Knoxville. Tennessee’s Reconstruction gover-
nor, Brownlow was elected in 1865. An intense Union-
ist, but an advocate of slavery, he returned the state
to the Union on July 2, 1866. Tennessee was the first
state to return. Brownlow was responsible for legisla-
tion providing for separate schools for blacks at state

expense. He was re-elected in 1867, but resigned to
take his seat in the U.S. Senate. He died in 1877.

Dewitt Clinton Senter, 1869-1871, Whig/Republi-
can. Son of a Methodist minister, Senter was born in
1834 in McMinn County. He read law on his own and
was elected to the legislature in 1857. As speaker of the
Senate he became governor when Brownlow left office
to go to Congress. He won the election later that year
by an overwhelming majority. He took office at a time
when many citizens could not participate in the gov-
ernmental process because of their involvement with
the Confederate cause. His administration faced the rise
of the Ku Klux Klan and its terrorism of the entire south.
The most important event of Senter’s administration
was the Constitutional Convention of 1870, resulting
in the constitution now in use. Black suffrage was
achieved, but along with it a poll tax that would keep
many blacks from voting for years. Senter retired when
his term was up and died in 1898.

John Calvin Brown, 1871-1875, Whig/Democrat.
Younger brother of Neill Brown, John Calvin was born
in Giles County in 1827. He was well educated and
established a law practice in 1848. Opposed to seces-
sion, he went along with Tennessee when she seceded.
He enlisted as a private in the infantry and ended up
in charge of a brigade, taking part in battles at
Perryville, Missionary Ridge, and Franklin. Elected
to the legislature in 1869, he served as president of
the Constitutional Convention of 1870. He was elected
governor in 1871 and again in 1873. The two major
issues he had to deal with were the state debt and the
weak educational system. He halved the debt while in
office and sponsored legislation providing for state,
county, and city school superintendents, levying taxes
to pay for the school system. He died in 1889.



494

TENNESSEE BLUE BOOK

James Davis Porter, 1875-1879, Democrat. Son of
a physician, Porter was born in Paris in 1828. He
graduated from the University of Nashville at age
eighteen. A lawyer, he was elected to the legislature
in 1859. When war broke out he joined the southern
cause and helped organize the Provisional Army of
Tennessee. He served as circuit judge and from that
office was elected governor. The state debt was the
major issue during his administration. He fought for
education, and during his term the first black medi-
cal school was founded, Meharry Medical College.
Temperance legislation known as the “Four Mile Law”

was enacted. Porter served two terms, later serving
as minister to Chile. He died in 1912.

Albert Smith Marks, 1879-1881, Democrat. Marks
was born in Kentucky in 1836. He came to Tennessee
in 1856 and was admitted to the bar in 1859. Although
a Union man, he went with Tennessee when the state
seceded and joined the Confederate army. He achieved
the rank of colonel with the 17th Tennessee Infantry
and lost a leg in the fighting at Murfreesboro. He served
as chancellor of the Fourth Chancery Division and from
that office was elected governor for the 1879 term. His
attempts to deal with the state debt were unsuccess-
ful, and he did not seek re-election. He resumed his
law practice at Winchester and died in 1891.

Alvin Hawkins, 1881-1883, Whig/Republican.
Hawkins was born in Kentucky in 1821 and came to
Tennessee at age four. He was admitted to the bar and
opened a law practice in 1843. He was a Unionist and
was elected to Congress in 1862, but was denied his seat
because of the chaotic political situation. During the war
he served as U. S. Attorney for West Tennessee, and
later as Supreme Court judge. Like Marks, Porter, and
Brown before him, Hawkins struggled with the state debt
but was unsuccessful in resolving the problem. His party
recommended him for a second term, but partly because
of the new Greenback party, organized to deal with the
money situation, both Hawkins and the Greenback can-
didate were beaten by the Democratic candidate, Will-
iam Bate. Hawkins died in 1905.
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William Brimage Bate, 1883-1887, Democrat. Bate
was born in 1826 near Castalian Springs. He joined
the volunteers when the Mexican War began and
was said to have been one of the first Tennesseans to
reach the front. After the war he established a news-
paper, the Tenth Legion, and in 1849 was elected to
the legislature. When the Civil War erupted he joined
the Confederate army and ended up a brigadier-gen-
eral, narrowly escaping the loss of a leg from a wound
he received at Shiloh. The Democratic legislature,
anxious to settle the debt question, supported its gov-
ernor and the matter was resolved, resulting in Bate’s
re-election in 1885. He served in the United States
Senate until his death in 1905.

Robert Love Taylor, 1887-1891; 1897-1899, Demo-
crat. Taylor was born in Happy Valley in Carter
County in 1850. He began his law practice and was
elected to Congress in the same year, 1878. The Demo-
crats nominated him for governor in 1886, the same
year his brother Alfred was nominated for the same
office by the Republicans. Known as Tennessee’s War
of the Roses (the theme taken from England’s Yorks
and Lancasters), the campaign was a great show of
oratory, with supporters sporting boutonnieres, white
for the Democrats and red for the Republicans. Dur-
ing Taylor’s terms the prohibition law was repealed
and election laws were reformed. Another law strength-
ened the poll tax law created by the 1870 constitution.
Taylor died in 1912, while serving in the U.S. Senate.

John Price Buchanan, 1891-1893, Farm-Labor. Of
pioneer stock, Buchanan was born in 1847 in Williamson
County. He was a farmer and a moving spirit in the
Farmers’ Alliance, the support of which won him the
governor’s seat in 1890. Farmers hoped his election
would ensure relief for their problems, but his adminis-
tration was consumed with the insurrection of eastern
Tennessee coal miners reacting to being put out of work
by the convict lease system. The violence was brought
under control by the state guard and led to the aban-
donment of the system. Buchanan established second-
ary schools and the Confederate pension program. He
had served two terms in the legislature and one as
governor when he returned to farming. He died in
1930.
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Peter Turney, 1893-1897, Democrat. Turney, son
of a prominent lawyer and politician, was born in
Jasper in 1827. He studied law and established a prac-
tice with his father in Winchester. A staunch seces-
sionist, he raised the first regiment of infantry from
Tennessee, “Turney’s First,” and was commissioned
its colonel during the Civil War. After the war he was
elected to the Supreme Court, becoming chief justice
in 1886. He inherited the convict lease system and
prison riot problems that Buchanan had faced in his
term. He was re-elected in the first contested guber-
natorial election in Tennessee. During his term the
prison system was reformed and improvements were
made in public education. Turney died in 1903.

Benton McMillin, 1899-1903, Democrat. Born in
Kentucky in 1845, McMillin was educated in Kentucky
schools. He read law and opened a practice in 1871.
He served in the state legislature 1875-1877. He was
elected to Congress in 1879 and served until 1898, when
he was elected governor. During his two terms the long
boundary line dispute between Virginia and Tennes-
see was settled. Working with the legislature, McMillin
was responsible for the adoption of uniform textbooks
in the schools and for a tax to support high schools.
After completing his second term, he entered the in-
surance business. He served as minister to Peru 1913-
1919 and minister to Guatemala 1919-1922, and died
in 1933.

James Beriah Frazier, 1903-1905, Democrat. The
son of a judge, Frazier was born in Bledsoe County in
1857. He was graduated from the University of Ten-
nessee at age twenty-one, admitted to the bar in 1881,
and opened a practice at Chattanooga. Elected gover-
nor in 1902, he served during a time of prosperity, made
great strides in the educational system, and worked
with the legislature to pass laws to regulate mining in
order to make it a safer enterprise. He resigned in 1905
to take the seat of Senator William Bate, who had died
in office. John Isaac Cox, speaker of the Senate, fin-
ished his term. Frazier served in the U.S. Senate
until 1911 and died in 1937.
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John Isaac Cox, 1905-1907, Democrat. The son of
a Confederate soldier, Cox was born in Sullivan
County in 1857. Working his way through Blountville
Academy, he studied law and opened a practice in
1885. He served as county judge and as district attor-
ney before being elected to the state House for the
1893-1895 term. In 1900, he was elected to the state
Senate. As speaker, Cox became governor when
Frazier resigned in 1905. His term saw prison riots
and a renewed fight against yellow fever. The official
state flag, designed by LeRoy Reeves, was adopted in
1905. Cox served in the state Senate 1907-1911 and
in the state House 1913-1915. From 1914-1922 he
was postmaster at Bristol. He died in 1946.

Malcolm Rice Patterson, 1907-1911, Democrat.
Born in 1861 in Alabama, Patterson was the son of a
Confederate cavalry commander. He read law, opened
a practice, served as attorney general and as a repre-
sentative in Congress before becoming governor in
1907. When a dispute over fishing rights at Reelfoot
Lake erupted into violence, Patterson called out the
state guard to expel the “Night Riders” from west Ten-
nessee. Patterson’s veto of prohibition was overridden
in 1909. During a time of intense political excitement,
he withdrew from the campaign for a third term. He
returned to his law practice, eventually becoming a
spokesman for prohibition. He died in 1935, after serv-
ing as circuit court judge for eleven years.

Ben Walter Hooper, 1911-1915, Republican. Born
in Newport in 1870, Hooper was orphaned early. He
read law and opened a practice in 1894, served in the
legislature and as captain, Company D, U.S. Volun-
teers in the Spanish-American War before being elected
governor in 1910. Prohibition had split the Democratic
party, and Hooper’s election was helped by those “In-
dependent Democrats” who also endorsed him. His was
a turbulent administration, with political feeling so
high that armed guards were required in the legisla-
ture. Even so, Hooper’s term saw child labor laws and
compulsory school laws passed, as well asa change in
the death penalty law to provide for electrocution.
Hooper continued in public service until near the
time of his death in 1957.
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Thomas Clarke Rye, 1915-1919, Democrat. Born
in a Camden log cabin in 1863, Rye read law and at
age twenty-one set up a practice. A prohibitionist, as
attorney general he acquired a reputation as a man
who upheld the law. As governor during the First
World War, he saw 80,000 Tennesseans enter the
forces to fight Germany. He promoted the “Ouster
Law,” which unseated powerful Memphis mayor
Edward H. Crump for failing to enforce prohibition
laws, although the mayor’s influence was felt for
years. Rye’s administration saw major revisions in
state government, with the creation of a highway
department and boards of charitable institutions and
education. Rye returned to his law practice after serv-
ing as governor, and died in 1953.

Albert Houston Roberts, 1919-1921, Democrat. Born
in Overton County in 1868, Roberts was graduated from
Hiwassee College in 1889. He taught school and served
as county superintendent before opening a law prac-
tice. It was from the office of chancellor of the Fourth
Division that he was elected governor. During his term
prohibition became law by ratification of the Eighteenth
Amendment, Tennessee tax reform and workmen’s com-
pensation laws were passed, and the War Memorial
Building was erected in Nashville as a monument to
Tennesseans who served in World War 1. Roberts called
a special session of the legislature to vote on the women's
suffrage amendment; Tennessee’s ratification made it
the law of the land. Roberts died in 1946.

Alfred Alexander Taylor, 1921-1923, Republican.
Born in Happy Valley in Carter County in 1848, Taylor
went on to study law and was admitted to the bar in
1870. He served in the legislature 1875-1879, and three
terms in Congress 1889-1895. In 1886, in Tennessee’s War
of the Roses, he was beaten by his brother Robert in the
race for governor. When he was inaugurated governor
in 1921, he was the oldest person to hold the high office.
Women's suffrage, although the law of the land, was
still controversial when he took the chair. Taylor was
successful in tax reform and other areas, and was in-
strumental in persuading Congress to convert a war-
time nitrate plant at Muscle Shoals into a power plant
for the Tennessee Valley. He lost his bid for re-elec-
tion to Austin Peay and died in 1931.
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Austin Peay, 1923-1927, Democrat. Peay was born
in 1876 in Kentucky. He studied law and came to
Tennessee as a young man, starting his law practice
in 1896. He served in the state House 1901-1905.
Urging honest government and justice for all citi-
zens, he was elected governor in 1922. He carried
out a major governmental reorganization in 1923.
His administration strengthened education and cre-
ated through legislation the Department of High-
ways and Public Works, by whose authority miles of
paved roads came into existence. During Peay’s term
the law prohibiting the teaching of evolution in pub-
lic schools was passed, resulting in the Scopes evolu-
tion trial in Dayton in 1925. He was elected to a third

term but died in 1927, the first governor to die in
office.

Henry Hollis Horton, 1927-1933, Democrat. The
son of a Baptist minister, Horton was born in Alabama
in 1866. After graduation from Winchester College in
1888, he taught school for six years, and was admitted
to the bar in 1894. He served in the state House and
later in the Senate, where he was elected speaker. It
was from this office that he became governor when Aus-
tin Peay died. Successfully elected in his own right in
1929, his involvement with the Lea-Caldwell banks in
the depression years cost him his credibility and he came
close to being found guilty of fraud. He abolished the
state land tax, created an aeronautics division in state
government, and developed a secondary road system.
Horton did not seek re-election and died in 1934.

Hill McAlister, 1933-1937, Democrat. From the fam-
ily of a long line of governors (William Blount, Willie
Blount, and Aaron Brown), McAlister was born in
Nashville in 1875. He was a Vanderbilt law school
graduate and served as city attorney in Nashville. Af-
ter serving in the state Senate he served eight years
as state treasurer. Losing the race for governor twice,
he finally won the nomination in 1932, becoming
Tennessee’s depression governor. He cut government
expenses to the bone and was re-elected in 1934. He
was a strong supporter of TVA, a friend to labor con-
cerns, and a supporter of unemployment compensa-
tion. He did not seek re-election in 1936, having come
into conflict with Memphis mayor Edward H. Crump’s
giant political machine. McAlister died in 1959.
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Gordon Weaver Browning, 1937-1939; 1949-1953,
Democrat. Browning was born in Carroll County in
1895. He worked his way through school and opened
a law practice in 1915, then enlisted in the National
Guard when World War I broke out. He served six
straight terms in Congress and with the backing of
the Crump organization was elected governor in 1936.
Later the two men parted ways and Crump helped
defeat Browning in 1938. With support from Estes
Kefauver, Browning was again elected governor in
1948, and Crump’s era of influence ended. Browning
supported TVA; opposed Roosevelt’s recovery policies;
pushed education, roads, tax reform and further gov-
ernmental reorganizations; favored a balanced bud-
get; and repealed the poll tax as a prerequisite for
voting. Browning died in 1976.

William Prentice Cooper, 1939-1945, Democrat.
Born in Bedford County in 1895, Cooper went to
Vanderbilt, Princeton, and Harvard. He served in
World War I, then opened a law practice in 1921. He
served in the state House for one term in 1923, and
was then elected district attorney. In 1936, he went to
the state Senate and in 1938 was elected governor.
Much of his time in office was consumed with the tran-
sition from peacetime to wartime status, but he still
accomplished a major state debt reduction, increased
funding for education, and founded a statewide tuber-
culosis hospital system. Later serving as ambassador
to Peru and as a member of the 1953 Constitutional
Convention, he died in 1969.

Jim Nance McCord, 1945-1949, Democrat. McCord
was born in Tennessee in 1879. A self-taught man and
editor of the Marshall County Gazette, he served thir-
teen terms as mayor of Lewisburg and one term in
Congress, 1943-1945, before he was elected governor.
Taking on Memphis Mayor Edward H. Crump’s pow-
erful political machine, McCord successfully pushed
the first state sales tax, using the funds to improve
the educational system and provide for retirement for
teachers. Despite its benefits, the unpopularity of the
tax and McCord’s “open shop” labor policies lost him
his bid for re-election to a third term. McCord served
as a member of the 1953 Constitutional Convention
and as conservation commissioner under Frank Clem-
ent. He died in 1968.
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Frank Goad Clement, 1953-1959; 1963-1967, Demo-
crat. Clement was born in 1920 in Tennessee. He
began his law practice in 1941, received a second
lieutenant’s commission in World War II, and served
the army again as an instructor at Fort Gordon, Geor-
gia in 1950-1951. A powerful orator, he was elected
governor in 1952, and re-elected for the state’s first
four-year term in 1954. During his administration the
first changes in the Constitution since 1870 were made,
the State Library and Archives building opened, and
legislation provided for free textbooks in all public
schools. His administration faced the tumultuous
changes that accompanied the national civil rights
movement. Clement was instrumental in health care
for the poor, in youth and alcoholism programs, and in
highway development. He died in 1969.

Earl Buford Ellington, 1959-1963; 1967-1971,
Democrat. Born in Mississippi in 1907, Ellington be-
came a farmer and merchant, also serving as agricul-
ture commissioner for six years under Frank Clem-
ent, and as a member of the legislature before he was
elected governor in 1958. He and Clement led the
Democratic party and alternated the executive chair
for eighteen years. Initially a segregationist, Ellington
later reversed his position. Peaceful, successful non-
violent sit-ins in Nashville were among the earliest
and best organized in the nation. His terms saw con-
stitutional changes, reorganization and reduction of
state government, liberalization of liquor laws, and
repeal of the anti-evolution law. He died in 1972.

Bryant Winfield Culberson Dunn, 1971-1975, Re-
publican. Born in Mississippi in 1927, Dunn at age
seventeen volunteered for service in World War II.
Later he earned degrees in finance and in dental sur-
gery from the University of Mississippi and from the
University of Tennessee at Memphis. Over the years
he was active in many local, state, and national cam-
paigns. A practicing dentist, he was the first Republi-
can governor in fifty years, and served at a time of
increased urbanization, industrial growth, and strides
in civil rights. Dunn instituted a kindergarten pro-
gram for Tennessee children, further reorganized
state government, and developed highway construc-
tion plans and health programs.
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Leonard Ray Blanton, 1975-1979, Democrat. Born
in Hardin County in 1930, Blanton grew up on a
farm, worked his way through the University of Ten-
nessee, and went into the construction business.
Elected to the legislature in 1964, he also served in
Congress 1969-1973. In 1974, he was elected gover-
nor. Blanton’s administration emphasized equality
for women and blacks, economic development and
international trade, tax relief for older and fixed-
income citizens, and penal reform. Blanton created
the Department of Tourism, making Tennessee the
first state to have a Cabinet-level department for
tourism. His administration recruited Tennessee-
based industry from Germany and Japan. He died in
1996.

Andrew Lamar Alexander, 1979-1987, Republi-
can. The son of two teachers, Lamar Alexander was
born in Blount County in 1940. He went to Vanderbilt
University and New York University Law School.
He spent many years in Washington serving as as-
sistant to Senator Howard Baker, and managed cam-
paigns for several office holders. In 1978, he was
nominated to run for governor, and during his cam-
paign walked 1,022 miles across Tennessee to talk
and listen to citizens. His administration had educa-
tion as its top priority, and Alexander’s Better Schools
Program and the career ladder pay plan for teachers
drew national attention. After his two terms he served
as president of the University of Tennessee, U.S.
Secretary of Education, and currently as the junior
U.S. Senator from Tennessee

Ned Ray McWherter, 1987-1995, Democrat. Born
in Palmersville in 1930, McWherter has been a farmer
and a businessman, and is a retired captain in the
National Guard after 21 years service. He was elected
to the state House in 1968, serving a record seven
terms as speaker. In the House he sponsored the
campaign financial disclosure law and open meet-
ings legislation. He was elected governor in 1986.
His 21st Century Schools reform program provided
for equalization of funding and high performance
standards. His TennCare plan replaced the Medicaid
program and provided health care to the poor, comple-
menting national health care reforms. McWherter’s
administrations recruited new industry from other
nations and provided for economic development in
depressed areas.
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Donald Kenneth Sundquist, 1996-2003, Republi-
can. Born in Illinois in 1936, Sundquist graduated
from Augustana College and served two years in the
U.S. Navy. After working for a scholastic products
company, he struck out on his own and became presi-
dent and partner of a printing and advertising firm.
He was first elected to U.S. Congress in 1982 and
served six terms until he was elected governor of Ten-
nessee in 1995. During his administration, Sundquist
initiated Families First, a statewide welfare reform
program offering job training and assistance with
transportation and day care needs. Through
Sundquist’s environmental interest, the state added
twenty-five new state natural areas to the state park
system and improved Tennessee’s air, water, and land
record to the cleanest they had been in twenty-five
years.



